Plasma amino acid levels discriminate between control subjects and mildly depressed elderly women.
Depression is the most common of all psychiatric disorders and the role of amino acid transmitters in this pathology has been recently studied. We undertook this study to investigate if the plasma levels of L-arginine, L-citrulline, L-glutamic acid, L-glutamine, L-asparagine and other amino acids, the L-citrulline/L-arginine and the L-tyrosine/L-phenylalanine ratios, and the nitrite levels are modified in mildly depressed women and if such changes are related to olfactory dysfunction. Plasma samples were obtained from elderly female subjects (n = 21) with mild depression and (n = 48) controls. Amino acids were analyzed with high-performance liquid chromatography, plasma nitrite levels were measured using the Griess method, and olfactory performance was assessed by the combined testing of odor identification, odor discrimination, odor recognition, and the olfactory threshold. Compared to controls, depressed patients had a significantly higher concentration of L-arginine and a significantly lower L-citrulline/L-arginine ratio when the effect of other variables is not taken into account. A logistic regression model allowed us to identify two risk factors for mild depression, L-arginine and L-glutamic acid, and two protective factors, L-asparagine and the L-tyrosine/L-phenylalanine ratio. Additionally, a significant increase in nitrite levels in depressed women was found. No significant differences were found between the percentage of depressed and control women that identified the odors. We identified that the amino acids L-arginine and L-glutamic acid are risk factors for mild depression, whereas L-asparagine and the L-tyrosine/L-phenylalanine ratio are protective factors.